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W ork with youth on sexual and reproductive health 
from a rights-based approach is a relatively recent phenom- 
enon. It was only after the 1994 Cairo and 1995 Beijing con- 
ferences that attention to sexual and reproductive rights and 
health crystallized into international commitments that re- 
sulted in a boom of new initiatives, particularly public poli- 
cies and the creation of organizations and networks to sup- 
port the struggle for sexual and reproductive rights.1 In 
Mexico, this boom occurred during one of the most signifi- 
cant contemporary processes in the life of the country: the 
transition to democracy.2 

Within Mexico, work with youth on sexual and repro- 
ductive health and rights materialized in a number of dif- 
ferent forms, including the training of health promoters, 
peer-to-peer work, safer-sex education, and the promotion of 
condom use. Elige, Youth Network for Reproductive and 
Sexual Rights (hereafter "Elige")-a feminist, youth-led 
NGO founded in 1996 and based in Mexico City-that 
emerged out of that historic momentum. The initial mis- 
sion of Elige in 1996 was "to promote a culture of youth 
sexual and reproductive rights in Mexico." As explained 
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below, this mission was eventually transformed to the fol- 
lowing: "to promote processes of youth empowerment 
through the defense and promotion of their sexual and re- 
productive rights." 

The reflections and analysis presented in this case study 
come from the authors' experiences working with this or- 
ganization. Elige's work on sexual and reproductive rights 
for young people changed over time and with experience 
from a more traditional approach of seeing youths as "vic- 
tims" or "problems," to seeing youths as people whose 
rights were being systematically violated-this means, fun- 
damentally, seeing youth as people with rights. 

It was, in short, a move to a human rights framework. 
This change required that Elige not only engage in self- 
training and research on key issues, but a rethinking of the 
very categories the organization initially began with: the 
category of "youth" and claims to "citizenship."3 

The activities and areas of focus of the organization's 
work were determined by the participation of young people, 
and our primary role was to ensure a space where young 
people could determine for themselves what their needs 
were. The organization thus sought to move from raising 
awareness in young people to becoming in itself a voice to 
affect policy and, by doing so, to demand political space in 
public debates for young people in Mexico. 

It is this trajectory of the organization-beginning with 
our initial perceptions of youth and sexuality and moving to 
the realization of the necessity of a human rights frame- 
work-that is more fully fleshed out in the body of this case 
study. It is our hope that this process and our conclusions 
based on it are instructive and beneficial to other organiza- 
tions working on similar issues. 

Beginnings: Initial Premises 
When creating Elige, most of our initial premises came 

from the various backgrounds of our founding members as 
well as from discourses, analyses, and proposals from non- 
youth organizations.4 As we became familiar with other ex- 
isting organizations working on these issues, we found that 
particular interests were reflected in their work: young 
people usually had a secondary or marginal role, commonly 
218 Vol. 7 No. 2 



as recipients of services or as promoters or volunteers. 
These roles did not correspond to what we envisioned Elige 
might accomplish. 

We knew early on that we were looking for a more ex- 
panded and central role for young people. We set out to build 
an organization where they could develop their own dis- 
course, vision, and actions. We wanted to create a place that 
would get more young people directly involved-a place 
that would allow them to openly discuss issues of sexual 
and reproductive health and rights. It was intended to be a 
place where youth could advocate and defend proposals that 
they considered priorities, all without having to negotiate 
their priorities with older people. The organization's guiding 
purpose has always been to create and promote autonomous 
youth-led groups (the eventual realization of this goal is one 
of our proudest and most satisfying achievements). 

Based on our knowledge and geographical location, we 
identified three populations that we wanted to work with: 1) 
urban young people (including high-school students, prepara- 
tory and university students, organized community-based 
groups mostly from middle- and low-income groups; 2) indi- 
viduals and organizations working with youth on issues of 
reproductive and sexual health and rights; and 3) relevant 
policy-makers. 

In the beginning, we focused our attention primarily on 
some of the youth and sexuality issues identified at the 
Cairo conference: teenage pregnancy, HIV/AIDS, sexually 
transmitted infections (STIs), abortion, sexual violence, 
contraception, sex education, and access to information and 
services on sexual and reproductive health. Our work was 
concentrated on interventions to prevent the problems as- 
sociated with these issues by raising awareness and dissem- 
inating information. Over time, the activities of the organi- 
zation expanded to four main areas: participatory research 
and the development of training and information materials; 
training activities and skills-building (proceso de forma- 
ci?n) along with advocacy on relevant public policy at the 
local, national, and international levels; information and 
communication; and support for youth organizing around 
these issues. 

Finally, it is worth noting that many of the initial prem- 
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ises we brought to this work were centered on a notion of cit- 
izenship, understanding sexuality as an integral component 
of an expanded concept of citizenship (ciudadania am- 
pliada).5 This premise was based on and buttressed by the 
historical context: at that time, an expanded concept of citi- 
zenship was one of the main arguments being used by the 
feminist and women's movements when advancing the 
sexual and reproductive rights agenda. As our efforts ex- 
panded, however, we recognized some of the limitations of 
this concept for our work, in particular the fact that youth 
less than 18 years old are not formally considered "citizens," 
and that this formal definition leaves out all people who are 
not nationals. Also, at the time, it seemed that many of the 
actors most visibly promoting the concept of citizenship did 
so in a way that focused on civil and political rights, while 
leaving aside broader rights claims, such as economic, social, 
and cultural rights, as well as indigenous rights. 

Learning from Experience: Revising and 
Redefining Our Approach 

As we were increasingly confronted with the need to re- 
spond to the realities of the youth we worked with the 
specifics of their experiences, their problems, their needs, 
and their proposals we came to realize the limitations of 
our initial approaches. For example, a young girl in an Elige 
workshop made this statement: 

I want to talk about the contrast between the amount of 
information about sexuality and information about rela- 
tionships I get from the family, the school, the swim- 
ming classes, the catechism.... There are kilos of in- 
formation about how babies are made, but there is al- 
most zero information about how to relate to someone. 
That is, what do you do with this guy that touches your 
hand and that throws himself on you in the pool? Do 
you beat him up? Yield to him? Cry? Those kinds of 
things are never explained. 

It is clear here that the information that was available to 
this young woman about her sexuality was focused mostly 
on the reproductive sphere, but it also raises issues-the de- 
velopment of personal skills, assertiveness, the ability to 

220 Vol. 7 No. 2 



set personal boundaries and assert them from an empow- 
ering place-that are not commonly included in both 
formal and informal sexual education curricula. 
Experiences like these taught us both how to recognize the 
ways in which young people name their needs as well as 
the vital need to create spaces where they can clearly and 
honestly express these needs.6 

Through our experiences with young people, we also 
began to understand the crucial ways in which the concept 
of "youth" has been socially and historically constructed. 
We realized that our understanding of youth had to go be- 
yond an age range or a simple identity; indeed, we realized 
the essential need to recognize young people as a diverse 
group, where multiple conditions and identities intersect, 
and as a group where different social institutions exercise 
control, protection, and in some cases, repression.7 As one 
young girl in a workshop said: 

At the external level, they say that as youth we are irre- 
sponsible, without experiences, without capacities; that 
we need to be guided because "we do not know what to 
do with our lives," and somehow, they do not let us live 
our life in peace . . . because we "always need to be 
guided." Then we need to have double perseverance, en- 
ergy, the will to do things, one, because we want to do 
them, and two, so that the others let us do what we 
want to do.8 

We therefore tried to identify the conditions of power and 
oppression faced by people deemed "young," and how these 
translate into possibilities for (and restrictions on) their self- 
determination, control over their bodies, the exercise of 
their sexuality, and the capacity to enjoy their rights. This 
meant, for example, implementing training activities in 
which young people could reflect upon their own experi- 
ences with prejudices and stereotypes, including those they 
understood to have restricted the possibilities and potential 
to exercise their rights and empower themselves. 

As a result of our increased engagement with young 
people through these efforts, we began to question many of 
the assumptions behind the work done with youth generally, 
particularly in terms of how they are viewed and which roles 
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they play in decision-making within organizations. We found 
it vitally important to reflect on the values and prejudices 
that each of us brings to our work with youth on issues of sex- 
uality. For example, it was essential that we consider the im- 
pact of statements like the following, made by an interna- 
tionally renowned expert on youth sexual and reproductive 
health, "Young people, who are fully informed about condom 
use, do not use condoms because they are irresponsible; they 
think they are unbeatable and immortal."9 Unfortunately, 
this kind of thinking is common in research and studies 
about youth sexuality and about the study of "typical" risk 
behaviors of youth in relation to sexuality. Thinking like this 
only affirms the pre-existing stereotypes and prejudices men- 
tioned above and negatively affects the effectiveness of pro- 
grams and policies targeted at this population. 

As we gained more experience, the utility of a human 
rights approach and the positive impact it can have on is- 
sues around sexuality and youth became increasingly clear. 
A human rights approach helped us to question, for ex- 
ample, why the aforementioned reproductive and sexual 
health issues were defined mostly as "youth problems," 
who had defined them as such, and the impact of these sorts 
of definitions in relation to the exercise of youth sexuality- 
in particular, the way this could contribute to further 
stigmatization of some young people, such as adolescent 
girls and young gay men. 

From "Trouble-Makers" to the Right to Have Rights 
Using the human rights framework allowed us to shift 

our mindset: rather than seeing young people as "victims" 
or "problems," we began to recognize them as people whose 
rights were being systematically violated-to see them as a 
population with rights that must be respected and guaran- 
teed by the government as well as by other social institu- 
tions. The failure of governments to provide the informa- 
tion, education, and services that young people need for their 
survival, development, and health is quite simply a violation 
of young people's human rights. This failure leaves young 
people vulnerable to all sorts of difficulties, problems, and 
illnesses related to the exercise of their sexuality. 

Consequently, the main objective of our work evolved 
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into the creation of conditions within which youth could 
fully exercise their human rights. One example of this 
process is a strategy we used to promote condom use and 
safer sex among youth. Elige distributes hand-made tradi- 
tional bags-small, colorful, and attractive-that youth can 
hang around their necks. Each bag contains a condom and 
accurate information on its proper use. By wearing the small 
bag, each young person expresses an active support for the 
promotion of condom use and safer sex. At the same time, 
it is a way that they can choose to announce that they are 
sexually active. By wearing the bags, girls and boys promote 
informal discussions and debates about condom use, safer 
sex, and other relevant issues-all in a more relaxed and in- 
formal way than they might find in traditional sexual edu- 
cation programs. In providing the bags and in supporting 
their use, we succeeded in promoting the recognition of the 
right of young people to have access to services and infor- 
mation. This fostered an enjoyment of their sexuality and 
minimized their fears of getting an infection, having an un- 
wanted pregnancy, or enduring an unsafe abortion because 
of uninformed and unsafe sexual activity. 

We also focused on trainings (proceso de formaci?n) to 
provide tools to youth leaders on reproductive and sexual 
rights. The training contents, methodology, and materials 
were designed using a constructivist approach, taking into 
account a gender perspective and a vision of youth empow- 
erment.10 They were prepared for youth by youth, with only 
basic support from adult allies. We used a participatory re- 
search-action methodology, which tried to document the 
experiences that the young people engaged with this work 
brought into the process. The training included modules 
dealing with four areas: the social construction of youth and 
gender (youth identities, institutional discourses and prac- 
tices related to youth, analysis of youth discourses about 
themselves, etc.); sexualities (history of sexualities, social 
regulation of pleasure, different approaches to sexuality, 
sexual diversity, and sexual identities); sexual and reproduc- 
tive rights as human rights (basic human rights notions, his- 
tory of sexual and reproductive rights, systems of protection 
of human rights, main international instruments, etc.); and 
advocacy tools (definition of advocacy, power and empower- 
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ment, advocacy from a human rights perspective).11 
As another core strategy, Elige began to promote frame- 

works for empowerment both inside our own organization 
as well as with other youth organizations and networks. 
This strategy developed from our desire to move beyond the 
traditional roles that many organizations expected youth to 
play (participating in cultural activities, theater, dancing, 
singing, and attending meetings "just to say they were 
there," among others). Focusing on the participation of 
youth in actual decision-making processes at various levels, 
our emphasis was on their engagement as social actors 
within the different processes in which we were involved.12 
We accomplished this through several actions, including, 
among others, working for the creation of the Latin 
American and Caribbean Youth Network for Reproductive 
and Sexual Rights (REDLAC) and supporting the creation of 
the International Youth Coalition, as well as helping to 
strengthen youth networks focused on different issues in 
Mexico (e.g., environment, youth in critical situations, 
communications, and indigenous issues). 13 

At the same time, we continued working for public 
recognition of young people's sexual and reproductive rights 
and the creation of formal mechanisms to promote and de- 
fend these rights. This included collaboration with other 
youth, sexual and reproductive health, and rights organiza- 
tions in the creation of public forums, such as the National 
Forum on Youth Sexual Rights in 1999, which Elige jointly 
organized with the government's National Youth Institute. 
As a follow-up to that forum, during 2002 and 2003, youth 
from Elige became involved in the coordinating committee of 
a National Youth Sexual Rights Campaign that produced a 
youth sexual-rights charter endorsed and co-sponsored by the 
Mexican National Human Rights Commission. The charter 
states in its introduction that youth sexual rights are "based 
in the political Constitution of the United States of Mexico, 
as well as in several international instruments ratified by the 
Mexican state." The Campaign's goals are plainly stated in 
the charter as well: "we highlight and ratify the right of youth 
to freely and responsibly exercise their sexuality and we work 
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for the elimination of discrimination and all its manifesta- 
tions that attempt against our dignity, including those related 
to age, gender, sexual preference, or orientation."'14 

Finally, in order to raise the visibility of the difficulties 
experienced by youth in relation to their sexuality, Elige de- 
cided to begin recording violations of youth' sexual and re- 
productive rights.15 Some issues of concern have included 
youth' right to privacy and intimacy, the contradictions be- 
tween youth rights (particularly adolescent rights) and the 
rights of parents, and domestic violence. The hope is that 
this initiative will also help us better understand how young 
people live out their sexuality on a daily basis, where and 
how other violations of their rights occur, and the kinds of 
practical strategies they use to address these violations. 

Ideas for Further Reflection 
Looking towards the larger purpose of strengthening the 

sexual and reproductive rights movement, we conclude 
with some reflections from our experience with Elige that 
we now identify as key to successfully working with youth 
on these issues. 

Identifying the Most Common Stereotypes and Stigmas 
about Youth in Each Socio-Cultural Context 

This requires creating specific spaces for young people 
and for those involved in youth-related initiatives to reflect 
on the impact of the discourses and practices of different so- 
cial institutions and actors (the media, families, etc.) on 
youth. This process can help to ensure that projects or 
public-policy proposals promote a more empowering vision 
of youth, which in turn can help transform negative stereo- 
types and stigmas. Another benefit of this approach is that 
it can be useful to assess the value of activities and projects 
by and for youth. Key questions might include: What is the 
vision of youth in the project? What roles do young people 
play? What are the characteristics (in terms of gender, eth- 
nicity, sexual orientation, etc.) of the youth participating in 
the project? How does the project respond to this diversity? 
What values are fostered through the project, and are these 
values empowering? 
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Explicitly Making the Contributions, Presence and Forms 
of Expression, Participation, and Organization of Young 
Women and Men Visible in Diverse Spaces 

Youth are rendered essentially invisible in many dif- 
ferent situations. Young women in particular experience a 
heightened "invisibility" because of their gender and youth. 
It is thus important to support, encourage, and make visible 
young peoples' participation in policy-making processes. 
This requires being sensitive to the different situations and 
experiences of young people when deciding on the alloca- 
tion of resources and when devising mechanisms for their 
participation. Also key is ensuring that any youth-specific 
activities that are part of broader processes do not end up in- 
advertently excluding or alienating youth from the larger 
discussions or decision-making processes. 

Recognizing the Bias that Each Person Brings 
to Their Work with Youth 

Most people have opinions and expectations about 
youth. It is essential that organizations and individuals 
working with youth recognize their preconceptions, partic- 
ularly with regards to youth sexuality, as this allows for a 
critical understanding of the ways in which this subjectivity 
affects (both positively and negatively) the young people 
they are working with. Critical reflection is needed on the 
ways we look at young people and the ways we establish re- 
lationships with them: What kinds of expectations or values 
do we project in our work with them? What sorts of criteria 
for success or progress do we expect of these projects and 
programs? What do we consider to be "healthy and respon- 
sible behavior"? What level of recognition do we have for 
the knowledge that youth have about themselves and their 
surroundings? Do we understand the true capacity of the 
young people we are working with to make decisions within 
the processes being promoted? Intergenerational initiatives 
and spaces where people can come together to reflect and 
discuss these issues-spaces that bring out the expectations 
and visions of both young people and adults-can lead to the 
development of concrete proposals for how to deal with 
these issues in constructive and empowering ways. 
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Programs Should Enable Youth to Think Critically About 
Themselves and Foster Ways for Them to Construct 
Themselves as Bearers of Rights 

This means, in particular, recognizing young people as 
active subjects-critical, reflective, and participating-that 
own, promote, and defend their human rights.16 This can be 
facilitated through training activities carried out by and for 
youth, which would lead to the identification of their work 
and commitment to sexual and reproductive rights, while 
still placing that work within the historical context of 
broader movements for social justice and human rights. 
These kinds of activities can also provide youth with con- 
crete advocacy tools and resources that support their ability 
to promote their own empowerment processes and exercise 
their rights. 

Even though the experience of Elige has its own partic- 
ularities and characteristics, we believe that the knowledge 
and insights generated by this experience may be useful to 
people working on similar issues elsewhere. We hope our 
experience can contribute greater understanding to the ways 
young people deal with issues of sexuality and can help 
other organizations to carry out their work for and by youth 
more effectively and sensibly. We contend that in order to 
strengthen and expand the international sexual and repro- 
ductive health and rights movement, it is absolutely essen- 
tial to reflect and build on the particular experiences, 
knowledge, and claims of young people. 
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